oldest living person in the world is Hendrikje van Andel. She celebrated her 114 th birthday on June 29 of this year, and lives in an old people's home in Hoogeveen, the Netherlands. When interviewed by the world press she cheerfully gave away her secret: a herring and a glass of orange juice a day. While survival beyond the age of 100 has become more common during the 20 th century, survival beyond the age of 110 is still extremely rare, and survival beyond the age of 120 is practically non-existent. Why then do humans progressively die from 'natural causes' such as diseases and senescence while some trees do not? Ageing is usually defined as the progressive loss of function accompanied by the decreasing fertility and increasing mortality rates that we see with advancing age. We tend to accept these phenomena as an immutable law of nature, but it is actually not so clear at all why this trait has evolved in humans and many (but not all) other species. Evolutionary theories of aging suggest that this is the result of extrinsic mortality (due to trauma, predators, infection, …), which leads to a progressive weakening of the force of selection with increasing age. By an age when survivorship has declined to low levels, the force of selection is too weak to oppose the accumulation of deleterious mutations. If extrinsic mortality is high, therefore, as it must have been during the largest part of mankind's history, there is little selection for a high level of somatic maintenance (required to counteract the effects of ageing), and evolution will select for a high level of reproduction instead. If extrinsic mortality is low, as in the case of bristlecone pines, evolution will favour greater investments in maintaining the organism intact. 4 Does this imply that further breakthroughs in human life expectancy are unlikely? On this issue, the world's experts are divided. There are those who argue that evolution has endowed us with biological systems that were intended to last for 40, 60, perhaps 80 years, and that it is unlikely that we will in the foreseeable future be able to engineer these biological systems effectively. 5 And there are those who see sufficient scientific progress to believe that such engineering will be possible. 
